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The idea that computers haven’t made a significant change in about twenty-five years is very intriguing. Initially I had to say I felt skeptic that could at all be true, but when you really look at it, the base design of our computers is essentially the very same thing as the original. What intrigued me was that while he agreed the technology that powers our computers have changed, the part we interact with, the OS, has been following the same principles of design from the early 80’s. I agree in principle that this seems to have a stalling effect on our development, and that a so-called ‘jack-of-all-trades’ product usually is less useful than a set of specialized equipment. I think it would be great if we had electronic devices that were specially tailored to each niche of modern computing. I think we’ve made more progress in this area that Buxton was willing to admit. After all we do have iPods for music, consoles like Xbox and PS3 and Wii for gaming, devices like AirTunes to send digital music to our stereos, Media Center PC’s and products like TV to bring digital video to our entertainment centers, palm pilots for on-the-go organization, and a slew of other specialized devices. These are all splits from the original hardware basis of a computer to a specialized device, or at least devices that transform the standard interface of the OS to something more functional and to a place in our homes or person that is more useful. I think Buxton is right in predicting these devices will have an even heavier presence than in our ‘futures’, and its interesting to see him relate strength inversely with generality. There is a point to which, as Buxton describes graphically, specificity breads complexity. I wished he would have discussed this in more than a passing footnote, as I think it reveals why people are drawn to a general-purpose computer in the first place, or for that matter why people still by swiss army knives and cusinarts: the number of tools we have to use on a daily basis is pushing the boundary of human capacity, and we desire devices that promise to simplify a set of tasks into a single one. Buxton touches on the importance of integrated technologies, and really that is what I would think our ‘futures’ will and should emphasize. 

"Despite the increasing reliance on technology in our society, in my view, the key to designing a different future is to focus less on technology and engineering, and far more on the humanities and the design arts."

 Like Buxton says, we’re not done finding out what kind of ‘browsers’ we can build. But I do think that the current costs and complexity associated with separating our digital domain into a set of electronic devices (rather than combining them all on our computer) is still the driving factor behind our  slow development, not, as Buxton presents, simply our lax integration with humanities and design arts. This is not to say that there isn’t a need to push for the integration of the two schools of thought. I do agree, and have said to others before, that computer scientists shouldn’t design programs; they simply lack the knowledge and education to build products that are truly user-friendly, a task far better suited to, as Buxton puts it, persons in the field of humanities and design arts. The catch is that for every good idea a designer can put forth, a team of people needs to work long hours to get the idea into a practical design. I think the design arts and push forward our technological development as a driving force, but the bulk of the work, the engine of development, will be engineering technologies to meet designs. This still requires a larger focus on the role of design arts in technological development, but I suggest that the humanities field is simply underdeveloped, and needs to rise to meet the level of focus we currently give to engineering. Personally, I’d like to see other disciplines of study enter the engineering workflow. I think it might be a rough transition, but really I think the educational backgrounds of most computer scientists are insufficient to design effective, and not simply useable, user-end technology. I think integrated disciplines would be a lot more effective in addressing this. Really our current educational system fosters segregation between humanities and design arts, and engineering, not cooperation. I think it would be extremely beneficial to have classes where students from both disciplines had to work together on a project and draw from their respective fields of study.

"Given the much discussed constraints on human ability, how can we expect an individual to maintain the requisite specialist knowledge in their technological discipline, while at the same time have the needed competence in industrial design, sociology, anthropology, psychology, etc., which this essay implies are required to do one’s job?"

I completely agree that the level of expertise knowledge a person is required have doesn’t allow them to branch out into other areas of study. Human capacity is constant, as Buxton argues, and therefore we cannot hope to expand it in the near futures. What we need to focus on, rather, is bringing specialized people from these many specialized fields together, and get them working cooperatively. Only then can we obtain the skill set needed to advance our current state of technological development. Like I stated before, our educational system separates the sciences fairly distinctly. There is some cross-breeding between some disciplines, but its really in a far more limited fashion than it need be. The current focus of our education is on giving a person specialized knowledge, and really the easy thing to do is to separate each discipline as much as possible, as to increase the level of specialization. I think that this may be only part of what they need to teach us, that to have specialization be useful we also need to learn how to integrate our knowledge with those from other backgrounds.

Design, Learn, Collaboration is the only class I’ve taken that really addresses this problem. It forces us to think not about technical engineering, but the design of our products, and encourages us to bring our knowledge to the table and share it with others.

